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Women have less experience in both the political and corporate world. Compared to men, they are
also less committed to their careers, and generally, not as educated.
Though politically incorrect, as many people might say, these assertions went unchallenged at the
'Women in the Community: Change Movers
(http://www.business.smu.edu.sg/wkwc/events/WITC/index.asp)' conference, organised by SMU's
Wee Kim Wee Centre (http://www.business.smu.edu.sg/wkwc/). Is female empowerment and feminism understood
differently in Southeast Asia – where culture and religion tend to play a heavy-hand in conserving its patriarchal
past?
If you examine the barriers that still obstruct working women today, women have less experience because
historically, they haven't been a part of the political or corporate worlds for very long, explained Tara Coste, an
associate professor of leadership and organisational studies at the University of Southern Maine. After all, it was
only around the late 19th century that women first fought for suffrage, much less participate actively in professional
vocations of the political or business kind.  
Women are also seen to be less committed to their careers because of "massive familial obligations" – especially in
two-income households, where the woman is, more often than not, expected to ditch professional ambitions for
care-taking "duties", said Coste. On top of that, research shows women still have had less education opportunities
than men. So is it a surprise that the offensive notion of 'the weaker sex' still exists?
Lack of women in leadership?
In Southeast Asia, things have been on the upswing over the past three decades, according to Bridget Welsh
(http://www.bridgetwelsh.com/index.html), an associate professor in political science at SMU's School of Social
Sciences (http://www.socsc.smu.edu.sg/). This, despite the fact that women in this region are still highly
marginalised compared to many other parts of the world.
"I would say that there is a much more robust recognition of the input of women across spectrums," said Welsh.
Opportunities for women have arisen from increased education, higher exposure to the world, women's participation
in business and politics, and support from men – all thanks, in part to women's movements, in the form of Non-
Governmental Organisations (NGO) and civil society groups.
Today, more electorates in the region expect to see female representatives, she said. But despite the strides made,
key obstacles remain. For one, patriarchy, a deeply entrenched notion, is omnipresent within the region's
bureaucracies. Even as more and more women enter into office, moving to the higher positions of political parties or
business organisations remain a challenge – the proverbial glass ceiling.
In Southeast Asia, women who hold political office stand at around 14 percent – lower than Africa and South Asia.
"Singapore joins Thailand in terms of lower numbers of women who hold office. Malaysia and Indonesia have higher
representation," Welsh said. Around the region, the "success story" belongs to the Philippines, which has, so far, two
female heads of state: Corazon Aquino and Gloria Arroyo.
However, the "special pattern" that has emerged in this region is what Welsh refers to as the "wives and daughters"
legacy. For example, Aquino was the wife of then-opposition senator Benigno Aquino, Jr., and Megawati, Indonesia's
first female president, is daughter of former leader Sukarno.
Engendering obstructions
Why should the association between a woman leader and her father or husband matter? Perhaps familial links serve
to draw the public's attention away from stereotypes that often serve to reduce or compartmentalise women.
"We know that women still have the 'dual burden'. They have to be dealing with family and professional life," Welsh
explained. In societies where the woman is expected to be the more family-oriented, female leaders can look forward
to a far more challenging time in office.
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Juggling both family and career at once will be especially difficult in political leadership as, according to Welsh,
"political demands usually extend well into the evening and usually begin at seven in the morning". And if that sort of
pigeonholing is not enough, people have also been known to judge women candidates based on physical appearance,
as opposed to character, accomplishments or political views.
Through the process of gathering information for her research, Welsh said it was not uncommon to hear people cite
reasons like "I voted for her because she looked cute". Such expressions of patriarchal slants also feed into a
general air of disinterest in women's views, opinions and contributions: "There is a lack of recognition that women's
inputs are just as important and as critical".
Political parties are often guilty of pigeonholing their female candidates too, by way of limiting them to certain roles.
Little wonder that there are very few mentors or role models to whom women candidates can turn to, that is, if
successful women would indeed be willing to help other women succeed.
Quite interestingly, it seems women tend to be unsupportive of other women. Welsh knows this because her
research on voting patterns amongst Southeast Asian women for women candidates returned a negative correlation.
So what is a woman to do if she wants to move ahead?
"The way one used to get ahead as a brave, maverick woman leader was to do what needs to be done, and then
make apologies later," Coste said. Women are "taught" that in order to get things done, they should convince others
[read: men] that it's their idea; or they could befriend someone higher up in the hierarchy [again, read: men] and
get them to act as mentor – "so that the man will have some investment in your success".
Coste noted that these methods are manipulative games that women can play to get ahead. However effective they
might be, are the means justifiable, given the circumstances? Coste's advice to women: "I'm not sure these games
are necessary, but if people are used to that sort of a dance, you have to be familiar with that culture".
The glass is half full
Women need to realise that they have a lot to offer, and that need not play to traditional notions of what
constitutes good performance. According to Welsh, women have better records, in terms of diligence, governance
and integrity; they provide good constituency service as they are able to connect better with people; and they
know how to work cooperatively, even within harsh political environments.
For Coste, even though studies point to the disadvantaged position of women – the inexperience and lower career-
drive – women ought to take a positive mindset. "Everything can be seen as an opportunity. If you have less
experience in organisations, you have greater capacity to think in non-conventional ways. If you are less committed
to your career, you are not defined by your job and you can afford to take a more objective view on things… so
there are [different] ways to look at things," she said.
Welsh, who facilitates leadership workshops for women, wants women to stop being self-critical. She finds that
women are often their own worst critics, sometimes apologising for no reason at all. "This is something that women
tend to do because they want to please others. The fact is that this doesn't actually help them in terms of their
candidacy," she noted.
It is also important for women leaders to stay informed, to communicate well and to build alliances systematically.
Men have traditionally had greater access to resources than women. However, the emergence of new media has
tipped the scale. It is now easier than ever before, to jumpstart a candidate's public profile and support base.
Southeast Asia is beginning to see a new breed of politicians emerge, Welsh said. "They have a stronger sense of
who they are; they have more confidence, higher education, skills, and they are making inroads." For one, she noted
that NGO movements and caucuses that empower women have grown both in size and in influence over the last five
years – and this development might just be the greatest catalyst for change.
They allow women, who would otherwise have no access to leadership positions, gain more experience, and they
provide an environment where people solve problems collaboratively. This approach, and the general progress
towards a more open, consensus-seeking form of leadership, will change attitudes, and ultimately, empower both
men and women alike.
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